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Status 
Killer whales are widely distributed in the world's 
oceans, but the status of rrost populations of killer 
whales is unknown. Only two populations receive 
special protections under Federal law: 
ESA Endangered - Southern Resident population* 
* under review for delisting 
MMPA Depleted - AT1 Transient population and 
Southern Resident population 
MMPA - all populations of killer whales, like all 
marine mammals, are protected under the MMPA 
CITES Appendix n - all populations throughout its 
range 

Taxonomy 
Kingdom: Animalia 
Phylum: Chordata 
Class: Mammalia 
Order: Cetacea 
Family: Delphinidae 
Genus: Orcinus 
Species: orca 

Species Description 
Weight: males can weigh up to 22,000 pounds 

(10,000 kg); 

Length: 

females can weigh up to 
16,500 pounds (7 ,500 kg) 

males can reach 32 feet (10 m); 
females can reach 28 feet (8.5 m) 

Appearance: black on top with white undersides 
and white patches near their eyes 

Lifespan: males typically live for about 30 years, 
but can live as long as 50-60 years; 
females typically live about 50 
years,but can live as long as 80-90 
years 

Diet: diet is often geographic or population 
specific and varies from fish to other 
marine mammals to sharks 

Behavior: highly social animals; rely on 
underwater sound for orientation, 
feeding, and communication; make 
whistles and pulsed calls, believed to 
be used for communication and during 
social activities 

Killer whales are the rrost widely distributed 
cetacean species in the world and likely represent 
the most widely distributed mammal species in the 
world. 

Killer whales are generally considered rronotypic 
(belonging to one species); however, over the 
VP::II"r::: c:;riPntic:;tc:; h::!VP nmnnc::Prl C::PVPr.:ll nPW 

Did You Know? 

• Killer whales can grow as 
long as 32 feet (9.8 m) 
and can weigh as much as 
22,000 pounds 
(10,000 kg)! 

• Killer whales are actually 
a member of the dolphin 
farrily, Delphinidae, 

• Killer whales are highly 
social and often travel in 
groups of up to 40-50. 

sat 
World of Texas. 

Credit: Jennifer Skidmore 
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species, such as dwarf fonm In Antarctic waters.l• 
Glllnetlc studies and rmrphologlcal evidence have 

Cl'lldlt: NOM 

led rreny cetacean biologists to now consider the existence of rn.Jitlple species or 
subspecies of ldller whales worldwide. 

~r whales have a diStinctive color pattem, with biBck back (dorsal) end white 
belly {ventral). They also have a conspicuous white patch above and behind the 
eye end e highly valieble gray or white saddle behind the dorsel ftn. 

The species shoW$ considerable size "!:11rmrohl&af. Adult n-eles develop larger 
pectoral flippers, dorsel tins, tall flukes, and girths than ten-ales. 

Most lntonratlon on ldller whale lire history and biology Is trom long-term studies or 
seven~ I populatioRS in the eastem North Pacific. 

Se)(Ual rreturity of female killer whales is achieved when the whales reach length!; 
of approxirretely 15-18 feet ( 4.6 m-5.4 m}, depending on geographic region. The 
gestation period for killer whales varies from 15-18 months, and birth may take 
place in any month--there is no distinct calving season. Calves are nursed for at 
least 1 year, and may be weaned between 1 and 2 years of age. The birth rate 
for killer whales is not well understood, but, in soil'£ populations, is e5tirreted as 
every 5 years for an ave rave period of 25 years. 

The diet of ldller whalas Is often geographic or population specific: 

• In the east em North Pacific, the "resident" ldller whale populations rmlnly 
feed on 

• salrronlds, such as Chinook s;~~lmon and chum salrron 
• "Transient• populations In the eastem North Paclftc feed on rmrfne rmmrrels, 

such as (In order of frequency of observation) 
• harbor seals 
• Dilll's porpoises 
• harbor porpoise 
• Cellf'omle see lions 
• gray whale calves 
• Steller sea lions 
• elephant seals 
• mnke whales 
• various other species or plnnlpeds and cetaceans 

• Off the coest or Norway, some killer whales teed melnly, often In e 
coordinated n-enner, on 

• herring 
• other schooling fcsh 

• In waters off New Zealand, some killer whales feed on 
• stingrays 
• sharks 

• In Anta~tic waters, there are different types of Jciler whales. They have 
each been observed feeding off of various species; 

• type 'A' ldller whales feed on mnke whales 
• type 'B' ldller whales feed on seals within the seasonal lee pack 
• type 'C' ldller whall!ls flll!ld on Antarctic toothfl&h (Dtssostlc:hus 

mewsonl) and other fish species 

~r whales are highly social anlrmls thilt occur prlr'lli!lrly 
In relatively stable social groups th!t often range In size 
from 2 to 15 anlrmls. Larger groups (rarely as large as 
several hundred IndiVIduals) occasionally foi'IT\. but are 
usually considered tefl1)Cirary groupings of smaller social 
units that probably congregate near seasonal 
concentrations of' prey, f'or social Interaction, or mrt_,g, 
Single whales, usually adult rmles, also occur In meny 
populations. Dttf'erenc:es In spatial distribution, 

(On:lnuo0101) 
Crwdlt: NOM 

abundance, behavior, and availability of food resources probably eccount tor rn.JCh 
ot the velietlon In group $1ze armng killer whale populations. 

I.Jiae ell ceteceens, ldller whales depend heavily on underwater sound tor 
ortentatlon, feeding, and cornrn.Jnlcatlon. l<lller whales produce three categories or 
sounds: 

1. cllclcs 
2. whistles 
'l. f'llllkM f"Jdlc: 

ftlcmc~•.t~eeiCIIp'NOM201atb 
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Echolocation cliCks are belieVed to be used pr11'112111\t for navigation and 
dlscrtrrinatlng prey and other objects In the surrounding envln:mment, but are also 
corm1lnly heanl durtng social Interactions and I'IEIY have a corrrnmlc:atllle 
nmctlon. 

Whistles end pulsed cells ere belieVed to be used tor co1Tf!1lnlcatlon end durtng 
social ectlllltles. Whistles ere frequency modulated sounds {pitch chenges with 
tim!) with rn~ltlple hermonlc:s. Pulsed calls are the most common type or 
vocaJzetlon In klller wheles ~md reserrtlle squeaks, screamJ, and squewlc$ to the 
hui'!Ein eer. Most calls are highly distinctive In structure, and are cherecter1zed by 
rapid chenges In tone end pulse repetition rate. Many cals are repeateG, with 
some clicks reechl"!f up to 4,000 or more pulses per second.2. 

Kiler whales of different populations have specific vocaization types. In addition, 
even within the seme population, dialects are known to elCist among different pods 
of •resident• populations in the eastem North Pacific.} 

In the eastem North Pacific Ocean, three distinct 
fonrt;, or types, of killer whales are recognized.i 

1. ~!dents 
2. transients 
3. off&hores 

The three types differ In morphology, ecology, 
behavior, and genetiCs. A mcent genetic studyli 
suggests the transient type has been sep11rated 
from all other killer whales for approldi'!Eitely 750,000 
years and rright represent a separate species or 

K!!'cr Wbatc Ecotyocs and Fqrms 
.ll2li1l:l:. 

NOAA Soultlwest l"'ss''HIK 
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subspecies. All three types of klller whales share at least part of a home range, 
yet they are not known to lntermx with one another. The resident and trvnslent 
types both have rn~ltlple populatlol\!1 within their range. 

Allllldent ICIIar WhelM are noticeably dlfterent 
from both trvnslent and offshore formJ, The dorsal 
nn Is rounded at the tip and curved and taperfng, or 
"feleete•. Resident whales have a variety or saddle 
patch pigmentations with fllle different pattems 
recognized. They'Ve been sighted from Qllrtomla to 
PaJssle. Resident whales prtmartrv eat fish. 

Resident killer whales in the North Paeifie eonsist of 
the following populations: 

• SOuthem residents 
• Northem residents 
• SOuthem Alaska residents 
• Westem Alaska North Pacific residents 

Rl!&ldlll'lt type killer whales occur In large social 
groups tel11'100 "pods, • which are defined to be 
groups of whalas that are seen In 11ssoclatlon with 
one another greater than 50% of the time. The pods 

lpytflt!rn IIM!dlnt !lilliE 
\lfbDII IIRIIIbl Toaglrw 
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Science Center 

represent collections of I'!Eitrtllnes (a I'!Eitrfan::h and al her descendents), which 
have been found to be the stable social unit. 

The Southem Resident ldller whale population contains three pods-•l, K,. and L 
pods-·consldered one "stock" under the M11rtne Marmet Protection Act (MMPA) 
and as a "distinct population segment" (therefore, "species") under the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA). 

Their rvnge durtng the sprtng, sumner, and tall Includes the Inland waterways: 

• Puget sound (Washington state) 
• Streit ot Juen de Fuca (boundary between the United States end Qlnada) 
• south em Georgia Strait (between Vancouver Island end Bitt Ish COlumbia, 

cenada) 

Their occurrence has also been documented rn the coastal waters orr or: 

• Oregon 
• central C81ifomia 
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Relatively little Is known about the winter movemants and range of the Southern 
Resident stock. Southern Residents have not been observed associating with 
other resident whales, and genetic data suggest that Southern Residents rarely, If 
ev«, Interbreed with other killer whale populations. 

'lnlntlent ICIIIer'WhaiN occur throughout the eastern North Pecltlt, end heve 
prtrn!r11y been studied In coestel waters. Their geographic range over1aps that of 
the resident end offshore killer whales. The dorsall'ln ot transient whales tends to 
be straighter at the tip than those of resident and ortshore whales.' saddle petc:h 
plgmentetlon of transient killer whales Is restr1'c:ted to two pettems, end the lerge 
areas or black color don't rrlx Into the white ot the saddle patch that Is seen In 
resident end offshore types. Transient type whales ere often found In long-term 
stable social units of less than 10 whales, smaller than resident social groups. 
Transient ldller wl\ales feed nearty exclusively on other mnlne mamrnals.Z 

Offlllo,.. JCIIerWhaiU ere sirrilar to resident whales, but can be distinguished 
generaltvi by features sllth as their: 

• rounded fins with multiple nicks on the edge 
• srn~~ller over.~~ II size 
• tendency for rn11las and farn~~las to ba mora &lnfar In size (less "sexual 

dlrmrpbl!urt) 

Offshores hllve the lllrvest geogr.~~phlc range of any ~r whale corrmmlty In the 
northeastern Pacific and often occur 9 mles (15 km) or more offshore, but also 
vl&lt coastal waters and occasionally enter protected Inshore waters. Ani milia 
typically congregate In groups of 20-75 anlrn~~ls with occasbnal slghtlngs of larger 
groups up to 200 whales. They are presumad to feed prln"Brly on fish, though 
they have been documented feeding on sharl<s. Genetic analyses IndiCate that 
offshore killer whales are reprod~~tt!vely Isolated from other forms of killer whales. 
Hablbtt 
•r whales are rmst abundant In colder waters, 
Including AntarctiCa, Norway, and Alaska. However, 
kllef' whales can also be fairly abundant In temperate 
waters. ICJIIer whales also occur, though at lower 
densities, In tropiCal, subtroplc:al, and otrshore waters. 

FolloWing the listing or the SOuthern Residents as an 
endangered species In 2005, NMFS designated crt!c:al 
babjtat in Noverrber 2006 

DllfltrfbuUon 
Kiler whales are the most widely distributed marine 
mammals. They are found in all parts of the oceans 
and in most seas from the Art tic to the Antarctic. 

In the North Pacific ocean, killer whales are often 
sighted in all parts of Alllska, including: 

• Bering Sea 
• Aleutian Islllnds 
• Prince William Sound 
• southeastern Alllska 

They are also often sighted In other areas of the 
North PacifiC OCean, s~~th as: 

• nearshore and Intercoastal waterways of l!rtlsh 
Columbia, canada and Washington state 

• 
lolllhlm R· 11 It IICIIer While 

Cltllclll *'*"t 
(dick for laroer ~ew PDF) 

OIOorWhalta.,..MOip 
(dick for loroer .tew PDF) 

• along the u.s. Pacific: coast In Washington, On!gon, and Cell1'omla 
• along the Russian coest In the Bering Sea and the Sea of Okllotsk on the 

eestem side of sakhelln end the Kurtl Islands 

In the North Atlantic: OCean, slghtlngs of killer whales are commonly documented 
up to the peck lc:e edge: 

• In Norwegian waters 
• around Iceland 

In the South Atlantic: end Pacific: Oceans, killer whales ere frequently sighted orr 
the coasts of: 
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• Antarctica, along the pack ice 
• Patagonia 
• southern Argentina 
• New Zealand 

Population Trends 
Scientific studies have revealed many different 
populations--or even potentially different species or 
subspecies--of killer whales worldwide. These different 
populations of killer whales may exhibit different dietary 
needs, behavior patterns, social structures, and habitat 
preferences. Therefore, interbreeding is not expected to 
occur between different populations, in spite of the 
overlap between home ranges. Because of its 
cosmopolitan distribution, there is no global population 
assessment for killer whales. 

Killer Whale spyhopping 
(Orcinus orca) 
Credit: NOAA 

Little information is available on the historical abundance of killer whales 
worldwide. Nevertheless, it is likely that many populations have declined 
significantly since 1800 in response to greatly diminished stocks of fish, whales, 
and pinnipeds (seals and sea lions) in the ocean. The population size of killer 
whales is difficult to measure in many areas because of their general scarcity as 
well as their widespread and often unpredictable movement patterns. 

During the past few decades, populations have been surveyed primarily through 

• photo- identification studies 
• line-transect counts 

Photo- identification catalogs for killer whales were first established in the early 
1970s for the resident communities of Washington and British Columbia and 
currently are conducted with most population studies. 

Line-transect surveys from ships or aircraft generally occur in large areas of open 
ocean where photo-identification is impractical. However, this technique cannot 
be used for gathering most demographic data, such as age of sexual maturity. 

As top-level predators, killer whales occur in low densities throughout most of 
their geographic range. Densities are typically much greater in colder waters than 
in tropical regions. One estimate put the worldwide population of killer whales at 
over 100,000 animals)! However, the most recent estimate revised this figure to a 
minimum of about 50,000 animals. 10 In the northeastern Pacific (from California to 
the western Aleutian Islands and Bering Sea) the population is estimated around 
2,500 killer whales. 

The Southern Resident Killer Whale population is currently estimated at about 85 
whales, a decline from its estimated historical level of about 200 during the late 
1800s. Beginning in the late 1960s, the live-capture fishery for oceanarium display 
removed an estimated 47 whales and caused an immediate decline in Southern 
Resident numbers.ll The population fell an estimated 30% to about 67 whales by 
1971.12 By 2003, the population increased to 83 whales.il Due to its small 
population size, NMFS listed this segment of the population as endangered under 
the Endangered Species Act (ESA). 

The AT1 Transient Killer Whale group was one of the most frequently encountered 
groups and, in the 1980s, was sighted year-round in Prince William Sound. The 
AT1 group was made up of at least 22 whales, but has been reduced by more 
than half since the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill. Several confirmed deaths of AT1 
killer whales were recorded since the 1990s, while other missing animals are 
presumed dead. 14 In June 2004, NMFS designated the AT1 group of transient killer 
whales as a depleted stock under the MMPA. Scientists estimate there are only 7 
killer whales remaining in this group. 

Threats 
Historically 

• commercial hunting 
• live capture for aquarium display 
• culling due to depredation of fisheries, especially of the Southern Resident 

stock 

Currently 
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• contaminants le.g., I"LI:lSJ 

• depletion of prey due to overfishing and habitat degradation 
• ship collisions 
• oil spills 
• noise disturbance from industrial and rrilitary activities 
• entanglement in fishing gear 
• whale-watching can be a threat if not conducted responsibly 

Outside U.S. waters, directed catch of killer whales still occurs, though these 
levels are presumed low. 

Conservation Efforts 
A final recovery plan for the Southern Resident killer whales [pdf] [1. 7 MB] was 
published on January 24, 2008. The Recovery Plan for Southern Resident Killer 
Whales was based on the Proposed Conservation Plan for Southern Resident Killer 
Whales (under the MMPA), after comments on it were addressed and required ESA 
elements incorporated into it. The proposed ESA recovery plan was released for 
comment in Noverrber 2006. Public and peer review comments as well as new 
research results and references were then incorporated into the final Southern 
Resident recovery plan. 

Conservation measures in the plan include to: 

• Support salmon restoration efforts in the region including habitat, harvest, 
and hatchery management considerations and continued use of existing 
NMFS authorities under the ESA and Magnuson-Stevens Fishery 
Conservation and Management Act to ensure an adequate prey basis. 

• Clean up existing contarrinated sites, rrinimize continuing inputs of 
contaminants harmful to killer whales, and monitor emerging contarrinants. 

• Continue evaluating and improving guidelines for vessel activity near 
Southern Resident and evaluate the need for regulations or protected areas. 

• Prevent oil spills and improve response preparation to rrinirrize effects on 
Southern Resident and their habitat in the event of a spill. 

• Continue agency coordination and use of existing MMPA mechanisms to 
rrinimize potential impacts from anthropogenic sound. 

• Enhance public awareness, educate the public on actions they can 
participate in to conserve killer whales, and improve reporting of Southern 
Resident sightings and strandings. 

• Improve responses to live and dead killer whales to implement rescues, 
conduct health assessments, and deterrrine causes of death to leam more 
about threats and guide overall conservation efforts. 

• Coordinate monitoring, research, enforcement, and complementary recovery 
planning with international, Federal, and state partners. 

• Conduct research to facilitate and enhance conservation efforts. Continue 
the annual census to monitor trends in the population, identify individual 
animals, and track demographic parameters. 

Conservation of the Southern Resident stock is a long-term effort that requires 
the cooperation and coordination of the Washington and British Colurrbia 
communities. The Plan was developed with input from a variety of stakeholders, 
including federal and state agencies, tribes, non-profit groups, industries, the 
academe community, and concemed citizens. 

Regulatory Overview 
All marine mammals, including killer whales, are protected in the United States 
under the MMPA. 

The ATl stock of the North Pacific transient killer whale was designated as 
depleted under the MMPA after its drastic decline after the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil 
spill in Prince William Sound, Alaska. 

In Noverrber 2005, the Southem Resident population was listed as endangered 
under the ESA. NMFS designated critical habitat in November 2006 for the 
Southem Resident population. 

NMFS' Northwest Region developed vessel regulations in Washington state [pdf] 
(76 FR 20870) to prohibit vessels from approaching killwe whales within 200 yards 
that went into effect in May 2011. 

NMFS conducted a 5-year review of the Southern Residents in January 2011. 

Key Documents 
(All documents are in PDF format.) 
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Title FedetWI 
Regillter 

Positive 90-day ,_,ding on e petition to rnciU<Ie "Loltte• 78 FR 25044 04/29/2013 
In the ESA Listing of Southern Resident l<lller Whales 

• Begu!at!Qns.goy dpc!q!!t folder 
• Petition to Include "Loltta• In the Sguthern 

Residents 

Positive 90-day ,_,ding on a petition to dellst the 
Southern Resident killer whale 

• PubliC CO!JIJI!nt!! on the Dnd!ng 
• Petit lpo to de list 

Vessel !f.GUIQt!Qns In Washlnaton &tate for Southern 
Belildents 

5-year Bcyiew lllj;joted for Southern Residents 

Proposed Idler whale vessel regulations In Washington 
state 
Recovery plan tor southern BMklents 

Critical Habtat Oeslgnatlan for Sooth ern Residents 

ESA Llstll'l!l Rule for Southern Rl:sldents 

proposed Conservrrt:jon Plan for Southern Resident& 

St.atll$ Review or Southern Residents 

Depleted Designation or ATl Transients 

Depleted Designation for Southern Residents 

Stock !e'M91IJ!nt Reports 

More Jnfw11wt1on 

n FR 70733 11/27/2012 

Z§FR20870 04/14/2011 

~EBmzz 04/06/2010 

74 FB 37Ci74 07/29/2009 

:za EB i1Zii 01/24/2008 

Z1 EB§!ID~ 11/29/2006 

Z2EB§iiDJ 11/18/2005 

Z2EBSZS§S 10/03/2005 

n/a 12/2004 

fi!t EB J13:U 06.103/2004 

fil EB ;mBD 05/29/2003 

D/a various 

• NMFS NatiOnal Marine Manmat Laboratory Killer Whale lllfonnatjon a!ld 
Reseei'Ch 

• Satellite Tagging or Southern Residents 
• NMFS N!Hthwe¢ FisherieS Science Center Southern Resident pe<;ean:h 
• NMFS N!Hthwe¢ Reg!gMI otftce l<!]ler Whale lntonnat!Qn 
• NMFS Soothwe§t FisherieS Si;Jence Center Killer Whale klforrratlon 
• pybDcotiQns abgut tc1Uer Whales 
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